Social support is characterized by the functional and qualitative dimension of the network of social relations and may be offered by means of help, care or instrumental, economic, social, physical and emotional accompaniment, exercised reciprocally or unilaterally. Rodrigues and Silva (2013) emphasize that it is important to distinguish between "social network" and "social support". The term social network is used by several authors to name a group of people who have some form of contact between each other. While, for social support to be characterized, the individual's interaction with the network needs to occur, enabling an exchange system between these parties to satisfy a part of their..."social needs.
The social support network is made up of sources which can increase the feeling of wellbeing of the elderly, improve their health, reduce the chances of developing cognitive decline, depression and isolation and, thus foreseeing the risk of premature death (Cornejo, Favela & Tentori, 2010; Grieve, Indian, Witteveen, Tolan, & Marrington, 2013; Myhre, Mehl & Glisky, 2016) . Studies show that the development of social isolation and loneliness in the elderly contributes to declining health, both physical and mental (Bell et al., 2013; Canesqui & Barsaglini, 2012; Paula-Couto, Koller, Novo & Soares, 2008; Ferreira, Silveira, Noto & Ronzani, 2014; Brito, Costa & Pavarini, 2012) .
It should be noted that the social network goes through periods of change over the life cycle (Bell et al., 2013; Gibson et al., 2010) , which an contribute to the occurrence of social isolation and loneliness (Gibson et al., 2010) . This is because as adults get to an advanced age, keeping the social connection can become more difficult due to limitations in mobility, chronic illness and other age-related issues, thus reducing the physical connection with friends, family and community. For these reasons, social media seem to begin to play a more active role in keeping this population socially connected (Bell et al., 2013) .
Over the past decade, the use of social networks among Internet users aged 65 and over has been growing. By mid-2012 a third (34%) of these users, according to the study for Pew Internet and American Life, used social networking sites, and 68% used Facebook (Zickurh & Madden, 2012) . Therefore, it becomes increasingly imperative to understand the influence of the use of social media on older adults.
Therefore, social networks can take on the role of fostering interpersonal interactions. Such a function may comprise qualitative and behavioral aspects of social relations, as a system of exchanges between receiving and providing support, being it divided into four types (Rosa, Benicio, Alves & Lebrão, 2007; Rodrigues, 2010) : (1) emotional support, which involves the person feeling loved, wanted and respected through exchange of experiences and conversations that generate affection; (2) instrumental or material support, which happens through the actions and concrete assistance, physical or material, provided to others, such as financial aid or practical work; (3) information support, which involves guidance, information, advice and tips that help people to cope better with tasks and problems to be solved; (4) positive social interaction, which refers to the availability of people with whom one can have fun and relax.
In order to measure the function and structure of the support network, Kahn and Antonucci (1980) created the Convoy Model of Social Support. For the authors, support networks should be analyzed from the perspective of its symmetry, stability, connectivity and homogeneity, as well as their characteristics and frequency of interactions between the members and the type of support received and provided.
The Convoy Model of Social Support was used in the studies of Paula-Couto et al. (2008) , Brito et al. (2012) and Lampert (2009) . In the first two, the objective was to evaluate the structure and function of the support network of normal elderly individuals with cognitive changes. Lampert's study (2009) investigated whether the support network and resilience interfere with psychological, neuroendocrine and immunological disorders of chronic stress. In all three studies, the results showed that the networks investigated were composed predominantly by members who are in the first circle (internal), family members, and that the members who provided support were mostly children, female, with contact on a daily basis with the elderly and long-term relationships. For Brito et al. (2011) and Lampert (2009) , the elderly described that they received and provided support in a reciprocal form with members who are in the first circle for being more intimate relationships. However, reciprocity was not observed in the study by Paula-Couto et al. (2008) , where participants described having provided more support than they received from the members cited in the first circle.
Still, in the three studies, it was observed that the support was derived mainly from family members who lived near the elderly. In this context, the physical distance is an inhibiting factor of interpersonal relationships established in the network. Thus, digital social networks like Facebook become allies in establishing distance interactions. Authors believe that digital social networks have the potential to strengthen the social network for the elderly, by approximating and enabling the expansion of family relationships, increasing the network of friends, as well as promoting social support, approximating generations and restoring the lost relationships (Carvalho, Tarallo, Batistoni & Cachioni, 2014; Páscoa & Gil, 2012; Cornejo et al., 2010; Gibson et al., 2010) . Carvalho et al. (2014) sought to identify the impacts and repercussions in a group of 20 elderly participants of a workshop on digital inclusion. The results showed a positive change in the perception of Facebook by the elderly after intervention, being considered as a tool for building friendship ties, facilitating communication for the establishment of new social support networks, in a virtual mode. Páscoa and Gil (2012) explored the contribution of the Facebook social network in promoting active aging. 13 elderly individuals attended a computer workshop. As a result, the authors found that most students expressed opinions in favor of the use of digital tools to combat isolation, promote socialization, being understood also as a form of leisure and entertainment. In addition, the generations are brought together, between grandparents and grandchildren, allowing the reunion of people who had lost touch. The survey found that Facebook is a digital tool with the potential to increase self-esteem and promote successful aging. Cornejo et al. (2010) investigated whether nine elderly people maintained emotional ties with 32 family members through Facebook for four months. The results showed that the communication established through Facebook with children and grandchildren who live far helped the elderly to not feel dissociated from the family group. The authors estimate that Facebook has the potential to strengthen the social network for the elderly, facilitating the emotional social support and access to information resources. Gibson et al. (2010) investigated the interest and feelings related to digital social networks with the elderly. The results showed that social networks of these elderly on Facebook consisted primarily of relatives and friends, got before the work reform or their previous social life and new friends made during retirement. The participants felt that Facebook assists in the contact with family and friends, including those who are physically distant, but also those who are closebut cannot maintain frequent personal contact due to the busy day-to-day work life. Myhre et al. (2016) , on the other hand, allowed participants to use Facebook to connect only with other research participants, not with friends or family. The results did not show significant changes in social support and social integration. According to the authors, some elderly may have been unable to form meaningful links with other participants of the research, which did not allow the expansion of the social network.
In a previous study, Bell et al. (2013) sought to examine the relationship between the use of Facebook, social satisfaction, and confidence with technology, using a more representative sample of 142 older adults with an average age of 72 years. Fifty-nine participants (42%) identified themselves as Facebook users and 83 participants (58%) were not Facebook users. Facebook users scored higher on ratings of social satisfaction and confidence with technology compared to nonusers. Preliminary results suggest that many older adults use Facebook, especially to stay connected with the family.
Even in the face of the divergence of literature findings, some studies have shown that social networks can provide a promising path to increase social connections in the elderly (Bell et al., 2013; Grieve et al., 2013) . According to Bell et al. (2013) , this is mainly because it allows the connection with family and friends and according to Grieve et al. (2013) , the social experience with the use of Facebook is similar to that obtained in face-to-face relationships.
In view of these elements, which reveal inconsistent findings related to the benefits of Facebook, and considering the increasing use of this technology among the elderly, and the greater growth of the global population, it is necessary to develop studies that address these issues in this part of the population. Therefore, the aim of this study was to investigate the effects of the digital social network Facebook as a source of social support for older adults.
Method

Participants
The sample consisted of 13 elderly, selected by non-probabilistic sampling for convenience from living spaces frequented by the elderly, participants were members of the digital inclusion group in the Coxilha city -RS -Brazil. The inclusion criteria were: age greater than 50 years, be literate, have general satisfactory physical and mental health conditions to understand and respond to the instruments in the stages of pre-intervention, intervention, postintervention, and no prior access to digital social networks. There were no dropouts along the research.
Instruments
The instruments used for data collection were:a) Sample characterization questionnaire: elaborated by the researchers of this study in order to obtain demographic data and health and illness information. In addition to checking the knowledge about the digital social networks and the criteria for inclusion and exclusion of the sample, this instrument has questions about identification data (e.g. address, occupation, type of housing), family composition (e.g. name, age, kinship), health situation (e.g. type of disease, how much disease time span) and general information.
b) Convoy Diagram: in order to identify structural and functional aspects of social networking. Proposed by Kahn and Antonucci (1980) and adapted by Paula-Couto et al. (2008) for the Brazilian version to know the social network elderly. c) Social Support Scale: In order to investigate the role of social determinants in health and morbidity patterns of behavior. Developed by Sherbourne and Stewart in 1991 and translated and adapted to Portuguese by Griep, Chor, Faerstein, Werneck and Lopes (2005) . In a construct validity study, the scale presented Cronbach's alpha coefficient equal to or greater than 0.83 for all dimensions. It was also observed that there were no changes in the internal consistency of the dimensions, in case any of the items were excluded (Griep et al., 2005 
Data analysis
For the analysis of the data from the characterization questionnaire of the sample, descriptive statistics were used, and the Wilcoxon test, with a level of significance of 5%, was used for the Escort Diagram.
Results
First, the characterization of the participants is presented and the pre-and post-intervention Convoy Diagram results, regarding structure and function too. The results obtained with the scale of social support will then be described.
Table 1
Socio-demographic characteristics of participants (n = 13) Table 1 shows that the average age of participants was 62.38 years (SD = 5.28), the minimum being 57 and the maximum 73 years. The group has similar characteristics in terms of the predominance of older adults range, being married, retired and low socioeconomic and educational levels, and different in terms of gender. Among the participants, six had already had prior contact with the computer before the intervention, and eight had it at home.
Support Network
As for the quantitative variables of the support network, there was a statistically significant increase in its size. This network expansion occurred in the first and second circles, which are the main ones for having the most intimate and close relationships, according to Table 2 . It can be seen in Table 2 that the age of the network's members ranged between 1-85 years in three circles, so 49% of the members remained the same and 51% were no longer part, and, among these, in the first circle, 65% of people remained and 35% were changed; in circle two, 38% were members who had remained the same and 62% were removed; while in the circle three, only 18% remained the same and 82% of the members had left the network. The time of relationship among them was high and the distance between the residences changed considerably according to each circle. However, it should be noted that the members of the first and second circles were predominantly farther than the third. Table 3 describes the structure of the support network and the variables gender, type of relationship and often noting that contact with members occurs over daily and weekly basis. Table 3 shows a predominant number of women in the three circles. The most observed relationship type between network members is that of the family order, as follows: spouse, children (as), grandchildren, siblings, in-laws, uncles and aunts, nephews and nieces, daughters and sons in law. Table 4 shows the function of the variables of the support network. Regarding the function of the support network (Table 4) , only the variable Feel Respected (FR) had a significant difference statistically postintervention. All participants described that they received and provided social support reciprocally from members cited in the support function. Friends and family members present in the first circle (internal) were identified as the largest providers of support in six variables. The FR and CSS variables (Talk About one's Health) encompassed friends, doctors and family members who are in the three circles.
Social Support Scale
Regarding the type of support, statistically significant changes were not obtained after analyzing the data before and after the intervention. Thus, for a better understanding of the changes, the results were evaluated from what decreased, increased or remained the same after the intervention period, as shown in Table  5 . Thus, it can be considered that the majority of participants remained the same, receiving the same kinds of support mentioned after the intervention in the digital social networks. The material support was the type of support that decreased the most to some participants postintervention and there was a more significant increase in the support relating to information and positive social interaction after contact with the network.
Discussion
The purpose of this study was to investigate the effects of digital social networks as a source of social support for older adults. The results support and assert this feature as one of the support networks. The sample characterization data corroborate the literature which indicates that the size of social support networks varies according to gender and external variables. In this study, the majority of the sample consisted of women, of low education and socioeconomic levels.
According to Sousa, Silver and Griep (2010) , women have a wider social network and offer more support, since men tend to restrict their contacts to family and participate less in social activities. Moreover, Rosa et al. (2007) show that older adults with low levels of income and education tend to participate less in activities that include social interactions, especially those who were born and raised in a period of difficult access to education, especially women, because the priority was given to men.
Regarding the structure of the support network of the participants, there was a statistically significant increase in the first two circles, showing that there was an increase in the number of network members. These results agree with studies of Páscoa and Gil (2012) and Carvalho et al. (2014) , which also found that the use of Facebook has enabled the expansion of family relationships and increased the network of friends. In old age, the social support networks aim to optimize cognitive, physical, social and emotional functioning, with the support groups, where people share emotional closeness, being a secure foundation in aid of health protection (Kahn & Antonucci, 1980; Antonucci, Birditt & Akiama, 2009 ).
For Canesqui and Barsaglini (2012) , the increase in the number of network members contributed positively to at least one form of support, and the size of the network is associated with the provision of social support, so that the more restricted social networks, have lower chances of receiving support and having life satisfaction. For Bell et al. (2013) , although the support network seems smaller in the elderly, it is richer with people who share some kind of intimacy in their lives, such as family and close friends, something that can contribute to increase social satisfaction and, consequently, reduce the loneliness that causes several diseases. Further, according to the authors, only 13.6% of the elderly in the study were interested in meeting new people on Facebook, while 88.1% said they used it to connect with friends and family.
These findings legitimize the results found in this study, which identified a statistically significant one in the increased network result in form of support, the variable "Feel Respected" (FR).
For Rosa et al. (2007) and Rodrigues (2010) , the variable Feel Respected (FR) represents the person feeling loved, wanted and valued, through the establishment of exchange of experiences and conversations that generate affection. It is believed that the establishment of exchanges among participants with members of their network, also associated with the sense of capacity for integration into the digital world, made the elderly feel respected and socially valued. To Santiago (2011) , digital inclusion provides the strengthening of selfesteem, enabling the expansion of the degree of autonomy.
By offering the support that the elderly need, the support networks play an important role to allow the maintenance of social contacts, from which they derive other aspects relevant to sociability in old age. Among them, Neri (2014) notes that opportunities are created for the elderly to feel cared for, loved and valued; giving them assurance that they are integrated into common network and reciprocal relations; thus assisting them in overcoming stressful events and reflection of their own skills that produce meaning and fulfillment. These factors favor the stimulus of feelings and beliefs, preserving selfesteem and favoring motivation.
Another important factor identified in this study, which reinforces the feeling of being respected in the participants, is that after the intervention with Facebook, the five participants who had no computer at home, acquired one. This shows how much the participants were motivated, confident with the new skills and felt the need to continue interacting and communicating with their network. Part of this result supports Bell et al. (2013) , especially when they demonstrated that elderly Facebook users reported more confidence in their ability to learn and use the new technology.
With regard to the emotional support of the Social Support Scale, the results showed no significant changes. It is believed that these results are due to the fact that most of the members of the first circle remained the same before and after the intervention with Facebook. According to Paula-Couto et al. (2008) , the relationships of the first circle are identified as being stable, strong and not depending on exercised social roles for their maintenance, being the main sources of support. The members of the first circle and the study participants had already established exchanges support before the use of Facebook, having more intimate relationships, which according to Rodrigues (2010) and Paula-Couto et al. (2008) serve as protection in the occurrence of negative events, contributing to increase the subjective well-being of the elderly.
In the first circle (internal) more family members were named than friends, and these were identified as the main providers of network support, which occurred in a mutual and balanced way among members. In the results of Paula-Couto et al. (2008) , Brito et al. (2012) and Lampert (2009) family also predominated in the first circle, being the main providers of support.
With regard to the time of relationship, the average distance between households, the frequency of contact and the predominant gender of members of the first circle, the results confirm previous findings of Paula-Couto et al. (2008) , Brito et al. (2012) and Lampert (2009) . In these studies, the distance from home is close for the members of the network, contact is frequent and predominant among females.
In the second circle (intermediate), increase in the number of members of the network was superior to the first, with more friends being cited than family, observing a change of the cited members. These data corroborate the findings of Paula-Couto et al. (2008) which point out that the relations of the second circle are not fully independent and can be related to social roles and therefore can be lost over time.
The third circle showed a reduction in members despite the friends remaining in greater numbers, the number of families doubled compared to pre-intervention, with a major change of the cited members. The data suggest that there was a reallocation of the families of the inner circles to the third circle, in view of the increase in the number of friends in the first circle. These results agree with the Carvalho et al. (2014) , who also found that Facebook allowed to build bonds of friendship, emphasizing the importance of these interactions for the formation of new support networks, in the virtual world. In the same direction, the results of Paula-Couto et al. (2008) indicate that the third circle has dependent and limited relationships, maintained by social roles and are therefore unstable and vulnerable.
Regarding the distance between households, it was observed that there was a reduction in average minutes of displacement in the three circles. Additionally, members listed in the first two circles are more physically distant from those present in the third circle. This result indicates that more significant family and friends are more distant physically. It was also noted that there was a decrease in daily physical contact with members of the network in the three circles. It is assumed from this result, that daily physical contact was replaced by interactions with the family members and friends whose communication was not facilitated, making Facebook a tool that facilitated the online interaction, as well as increased informational support and positive social interactions. These results confirm previous findings by Cornejo et al. (2010) and Gibson et al. (2010) , which show the distance as a provider of news and daily information about their distant relatives.
There are several limitations to the present study. First, the reduced sample number does not allow the generalization of the findings. These results need to be replicated with a more representative sample and with a larger number of elderly men. Secondly, the short period of intervention stands out. For this short period, it is not possible to understand the impact of network support and the long-term impact, especially since it is possible to maintain longterm and autonomous results in the elderly. Therefore, it is suggested, as future work, that a longitudinal study be conducted to improve the research. Nevertheless, it is important to create an appropriate tool for assessing digital social media support for older adults.
Conclusion
Given the results, it is evident that Facebook can contribute to the occurrence of social support for older adults, especially allowing participants to feel valued and considered socially by their network of relationships. In this sense, it highlights the central role of reciprocity in this stage of life, which can raise self-esteem and prevent feelings of dependence and lack of autonomy.
The study also showed significant results in the structure of social networks, with expansion occurring in the first and second circles, which have the most intimate and close members. It is believed that Facebook may have contributed to the consolidation of family relationships and increased the network of friends and facilitated communication between them and access to news, information, entertainment and leisure. These aspects leverage the increased well-being, helping the elderly to maintain a network of active and stronger social support.
